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This paper developed from a talk given by Orln 0^ 
Parker, APnE Vice President for Overseas Operations, 
more than seven years ago, to a regional workshop of 
the National Association for Foreign Student Affaire. 
In the Intervening time, the number of students from 
the niddle East and North Africa coming to the United 
States has grown significantly. Ue have continued to 
receive requests for copies of nr. Parker ^a remarks 
from Foreign Stuient Advisors and others concerned 
with the niddle Eastern students on American campuses. 
Using his talk as a basis, membere of our Educational 
Services staff have added obaervatlone, drawing on 
ti^slr own accumulated experience. The result le **Cul- 
tural Clues To The niddle Eastern Student." 
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Hiddle Eastern students, whether Arab or non-Arab, Plualiw or Christian, 
share wany of the same distinctive characteriatica. From AFHE'a long ax- 
parience with tha area, we have aelected certain characteriatica that 
should be of particular intereat to thoee working with Middle Eaetarn 
students on American campuses* Although deecriptiva primarily of Arab 
nualima, they can be coneidered relevant to Riddle Eaatern students sa 
a whols, with tha exception of the leraeli student* Studenta from Israel, 
caat more from a European than a Pliddle Eastern cultural mold, will not 
necesaarily reflect theee patterne* However, ae is true of most gsnerali-^ 
zatione regarding human aociety, one should snticipste many axceptlona to 
tha cultural cluee that follow. 

Almost all who deal with foreign students in tha U.S. agree that Riddle 
Eaatern studente are among the moet adaptable* They can become fully 
"Americanized" within a ahort time. Thoee who have aean them in the U^S. 
and in their own cauntriee can only marvel at how differently they are 
able to behave in each culture* A studsnt who hss bacome a claaaic stu- 
dent type in the U*S* will have re<-adapted within monthe of his return 
to all hie own norms* As a common axsmplSf va sll know of tha numbers of 
Riddle Eaatern etudents who willingly esrn their support here by waiting 
on tablee in university dining halle or commercial restsurants - a task 
they would not think of doing in their own countries* Social organization 
in the Pliddle Eaat is highly stratified; division of labor ie primarily 
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dirtcts that ^God lovath not. the speaking 111 of anyone In public*^ Thus, 
the Middle Easterner will not ordinarily "tell someone off in public} it 
ie Juat not dona* And ha doaan't expect someone to "tell him off," eepe^ 
cially if that peraon doean't really know him* (Ua are apaaking here of 
individual ralationahipa - not the maaa media or public apeechas*) 

Uhat holds true in apaaking of another la equally true in ttfriting* It 
would ba unusual for a niddle Eaaterner to hirita down a Judgement of any- 
one else* The most relevant example for American educators is a "letter 
of recommandation*" A Hiddla Eaaterner will give hie worat enemy a good 
latter of recommendation* In ten years of experience in the niddle Eaat, 
in Iraq and Lebanon, I have never aeen a letter of recommendation from 
one Arab about another that diacuaaed any negative aspects of the person's 
performance or record* It ie not a matter of diahoneaty; on the contrary, 
the niddle Eaaterner thinks we are the ones who are wrong* Our wlllingneaa 
to be frank in thia way and to go on record regarding the "faulta" of 
another ia to him immoral* 

A third aignificant pattern is that the niddle Eaatern student comea out 
of a patarnaliatic society* Uithin the family, paranta' word ia final* 
Great reapect for parente and elders is expected and given* In hie excel- 
lent book. The Arab World Today ♦ Morroa Bergar comparea the reaction of 
nualima and Christiana (or more broadly, Araba and Ueaterners) to one of 
the parablaa of the New Teatament (natthaw 21:28)' in which a man aaka 
hie two sona to do some work in the vineyard* One aaid he would, but did 
not; the aecond aaid he would not, but then relented and did the work* 
norros Bergar, The Arab lilorld Today » New York: Doubleday, 1962* 
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Tha Ussternsr would give greater credit to the second sony while the Arab 
would consider the flrety who ehowed respect for hie father although he 
did not follow through » more admirable* 

The paternalletlc pattern within the f jnlly extande throughout eoclety 
Into a more authoritarian atruoture In general* In the field of education 
one result le an Imitative rather than a creative eyetem* Producte of the 
syetem have learned primarily by memorization and Imitation rather than 
by Independent research and original work* noreover^ the Individual 8tu<- 
dent's academic choices will often reflect hie father *e desires rather 
than his own wlahss or capabllltlee* One should not aeaumsy however 9 that 
thla pattern of career selection declelonHnaklng^ which contraets so 
sharply with our own emphasis on Individual choice and fulfillment 9 necea-* 
sarlly produced unhappy people^ althought of coursey In acme caaea It does* 

Hostility and suspicion may well be characteristics of the Hlddle Eaatern 
student when he first arrlvee In the U*S* Oletruet of the foreigner runs 
deep In his pert of the worlds whose history reflects endleee ware (inter^ 
nal and external )» Invasions and occupations* In addition^ the region hae 
generated three of the uorld^s major religions; In recent centurlee^ Uest- 
ern missionary movemente have returned to the Pllddle Eaat In force* There 
have been many major benefits to the peoplee, particularly In terme of 
medical and educational development, but for some In an area pre.domlnantly 
nusllm, the missionary movement has Increased suspicion of ths Ueet* 

Thle suspicion can show up In mattera so seemingly simple to ue aa com- 
pleting a unlverelty application form* lite have had a student argus for 
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mora than an hour ov/er why ha should enter the name of his mother on such 
fora. Any information not abaolutaly relevant and essential to him ahould 
not be revealed. Anthropologista doing research in the Riddle Caet quickly 
learn etandard Uestem questionnaire tachniquaa do not work. Anyone coming 
Into a community and aeking queetione may well bs a spy to the Riddle 
Easterner and is to be avdided* One American reasarcher in Egypt wanted 
to conduct a eurvey thet solicited opinions on a certain subject as wall 
as facta • Hs constructed hia form ao that the factual information wee 
solicited flret and the opinione second. To the second aection he added 
an explanation of the need for the opinions i since in his experience any- 
one will give facta f but many will not give opinions without understanding 
the Isgitimate reaeons for soliciting them* Hia EQyptlan solleiigue looked 
It over and suggeeted he reverse the order end put hie explanations with 
ths esc t ion soliciting facta; Arabs will eaeily give opinione 9 but facte 
are only reluctantly divulged. 

niddle Easterners have a tremendoue pride in their heritegof in their 
historical t cultural end religioue contributione to the world. They have 
ae well increaeing pride in their contemporary societiee and their capa-» 
bill ties to operate ae equala with other natione on the world ecene* Hoet 
atudante arrive in the U.S. with greet eelf-cortfidenca; it cen be a ehock 
when they do not encounter among their now American acqueintanoee eny 
great awereneaa of their part of the world and ita eignificanca. They ere 
aeneltive to what people knew of their world and whet they think of it; 
they want an opportunity to ahere and be heard. 
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Of particular aurprlae to the niddle Eastern student will be to encounter 
Ignorance of lelam and to find himself considorsd an unbeliever* The re- 
ligion of Islam has predominated in the Arab niddle East for centuries and 
continues to do ao todayt Any attempt to define Arab ^cultura^ must recog«» 
nize Islam as its foundation* Even those who no longer obeerve all ite 
tenets remain loyal to its basic concepte and give Islam ite proper re^ 
spect* Uithin Islam, Christians and 3eue have held from the beginning a 
spscial place of respect as ^People of the Book^ -* worshippers of the same 
God and sharers in the same early religious heritage* Muslime consider 
their religion to be the final culmination of a religious development pro- 
cess, from Judaism to Christianity to Islam* Prophets of the Old Testament 
are recognized as Prophets within Islam; Christ ia so recognized as well* 
Thus, it ie totally surprising for a Middle Eaeterner to find himself con- 
sidered outside the 3udaeo-Christian tradition* 

His religious heritage goes far to explain the niddle Eastern student's 
attitude of fatalism to eventa in his life and in society around him* 
Uithin his culture God ia known as truly omnipotent; all things happen aa 
God wills* Most of us know the phrase, "Inshallah" or "God Willing i'' to 
many Americans this seeme suspiciously like "manana** or "some day*" But 
it is not nearly so simple* In one of our field officee, the newly-arrived 
American director found every inetruction to hia aeeistant acknowledged 
with "Inshallah*" Finally, one day the director said that when he gave an 
inatruction he expected the assistant to carry it out and not reply "Inshal- 
ah*" The assistant responded that the instructions would bs carried out, 

Thia is not to ignore the many non-Islamic minority groups within the 
Arab world; they all function, however, within a parvaaive Islamic ambiance* 
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but th«t th«y, lLk% •VKythlng slseln lifs, occurrad only If God la will- 
Ing* Ona doas not quaatlon tha will of God* 



Paraonal ralationahipa ara axtranaly important to tha niddla Eaatarnar* 
For thaw tha important thing in lifa la paopla - family and fralndahlpa* 
Thay obaarva our ruah to axparianca a vary thing, and to acquira a vary thing, 
aa laying wasta to tha truly important mattara of llfa« ^Haata la of tha 
davil,*^ aaya tha Koran* They aea ua aa aacrlf icing paopla for thinga* To 
hia tyo or thraa good frianda, tha niddla Eastarnar will giva ganaroualy 
of himaalf and hia tinia* On aach aida thara will ba a aanaa of af faction, 
of cloaanaaa, and of mutual obligation to aach othar in tima of naad* Our 
Amarican friandahipa, quickly formad and aomatimaa as quickly andad, appaar 
ahallow and uncommittad to him* 



In tha niddla Cast friandahipa will commonly ba batwaan thoaa of tha aama 
sax* In tha U*S* tha niddla Eastarn mala studant may davalop hia friandahipa 
from among his fsmala fallow atudanta* Thia ia not only bacauaa of tha 
tfldar poaaibilitiaa for famala friandahip that ha finda hara (although tha 
opportunity to gat to know woman both parsonally and aa fallow atudanta 
ia not to ba ignorad), but may alao ba dua to an inability to find among 
Amarican mala frianda any willing to aaauma so cloaa a tia aa tha niddla 
Eaatarnar faala trua friandahip raquiraa* 

It might ba notad hara that much initial confuaion can ba anticipatad on 
bahalf of the niddla Eaatam atudant as ha antara into mala/famala rala«> 
tionahipa in ganeral in tha U*S* His own society ramaina mal8«->dominatad; 
although such influancea aa education and urbanization are heving their 
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With th«M cultural characteristics in mlndy no might look than at soms 
of ths niddls Castsrn studant^s nasds during his education in the U«S« 
Baaed on our experience 9 we suggest the followingt 

First, he neede respect for himeelf and hie people, for his country and 
its cufttoffis, for his religion* Hs is not unique in rssponding wanely to 
thoae with genuine interest in him ss s pereon and in Issming from him 
ss wsll as teaching him about his new life hare* Such mattere as matching 
the arriving Arab student with an American room-mate can be fraught with 
hazarde if the American brings into the experience nothing more than a 
general willingnees to share a room with a forsignsr* 0ns of our studsnts 
wss sure his Amsrican room-mate hated him* Every night when they were 
studying, the American put his feet up on hie deek, solss pointing dirsct- 
ly at hie Arab roomnnate* In meet Arab countriea to do so le en ineult - 
the worst kind of insult* Eventually a real friendahip developed between 
the two, but many early mia-underetandings could have been avoided if the 
American roomnnate had been better prepered to be eensitivs to his new 
friend ^s reset ions and to crests an atmoephere in which hie friend could 
begin to feel free to share hie feelinge* 

Secondly, he neede a cloee pereonal reletionehip or friendship * Those 
universitiss with wsll-eetabliehed hoet family programe can uae thie poe- 
eible channel* American rooanmatee may be an anewer, but only if thoee 
Americana participating are well-prepared to make the extra effort re- 
quired to give this kind of exchange a chance of succees* On slmost any 
campus etudents intsrested in thie kind of '*out-rs&ch'* can be found; if 
they cannot be utilized in room-mate situations, they can bs drawn into 
othsr kinds of intsractlon activitias* 
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Thirdly, he needs relaxed gQclal relationships ^ Opportunltlee to join with 
famlllas or other groups of students In an Informal ney, where there la 
time to relax, to talk, to llaten and to ehare, can do much to help him 
fasl at homo* If one remembers the ever-»present coffee shop, found on 
nearly every etreet corner In his own world, one can fmsl instantly the 
kind of informal human exchange he will miss In ours. 

Thinking again of the coffee shop, we should become sensitive to the nid« 
die Eaeterner'e need for food and hoepltallty > In the Middle Cast, like 
mosques and mlnarete, they go together • It le unheard of to visit anyone, 
including a buelneee visit in an office, without being offered eome kind 
of refreshment. It is a ehock for a Pllddle Eaetern efaudent to vlelt some*- 
one even for an hour or so and not hsve refreshments offered t be it only 
a cup of coffee or a eoft drink. To him, hoepltallty without food is not 
complete* Ite elgnlflcance can be noted by the care with which food la pre^ 
pared and presented. For some fllddle Eaeterners the aeeembly-llne atmo- 
ephere of a U*S* cafeteria can be ae much of a ehock ae the food itself* 

Implicit in some of the needs already euggeeted is a need for convereation * 
His dally diet of good, concerned convereatlon may be almoat as difficult 
for him to find here aa good rice and good bread* In his new bl«-llngual 
world in the U.S., he needs plenty of opportunity to use his English out** 
side the claaeroom. But he aleo needs to hear hia own language and to 
share conversation with other Arab etudents* It can be a mlatake to have 
a "ghetto^ of Arab students, or any other national group, living together 
on a campue, but still, the Arab studente need to get together and stay 
in touch with their language and culture* 

15 
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In a diffawnt context his reliance on oral communication means that for 
the niddle Eaatern student a ten-ninute conversation face--to-face with his 
adviaor, discussing his paper, will mean more to him than a two--pa9B writ- 
ten analysis of his work. 

The newly-arrivad student in particular has a need for a mentor from hla 
own culture . He is no differsnt from others in finding that the experience 
of a "big brother,^ aomeone itfho has already gone through much of what he 
is encountering, can be a trsmendous support-* With the numbers of Riddle 
Eaatern atudenta now on U«S« campueea, the r^eiirstudent takee care of this 
on his own, but it is useful to be aware of thia need. 

Iilith his faculty and administration adviaors, he needs a paternal relation* - 
ship # Hs expects to look up to hie advisors and profeeaore and to receive 
strong guidance, even control, from them initially. With acclimation he 
will work well within our more fraternal aeta of relationehips, but ini«* 
tially, he will thrive better under a more disciplined situation* 

And finally, he needs to have his good deede repaid and to have an oppor- 
tunity to repay you * There is an Arab aaying, "Please don't be grateful, 
you will repay mm.^ It is not intended to be eelf-^serving but to reflect 
that exchange of coneideration and obligation that the niddle Easterner 
seee implicit in friendship* He expects a favor in return for the favor 
he doee for you, and he expects to bs able to repay you when you do a 
favor for him* Give him that chance* 

* « * 

16 

11 



m 



At the outset we suggested many exceptions could be found to the ob«* 
sarvatlons we have made* Perhaps one final ^clue" might be offered and 
that ia to avoid looking at the Arab World ae a homogeneous mass from 
norocco to Arabia. There are nediterransan and mountain peoples as well 
as Bedouin; there ars Christians, Zoroastrians and other religious groups 
as well ae fluelims; there are the city-»dwellere, the farmers and the nomads* 
Its ethnic mosaic is rich, from Berbers and Tuarege in the Ueet, to the 
Nubiana of Upper Egypt, to Armenians and Kurds in the East* Uhile seeking 
the commonality among them, the variations must not be forgotten* 

An awaraness of the Middle Eastern student's general cultural charactsria- 
ties and a sympathy with his needs whils living hers does not erase the 
fact that the major burden of the adjustment has to be done by the etudent 
himself* As with all foreign students, he must sort out our "cultural clues, 
adapt himself to our ways and pursue his education on our terms* He Is pre- 
pared to do this I OP our part, a heightened aensitivity to his cultural 
background can ease his transition* 

Within the middle East there is a high regard for learning* The Koran eaye, 
"The ink of the scholar ia more sacred than the blood of the msrtyr*" 
Qualified Pliddle Eastern students have slready established a vary good 
record at American collegea and universitiae* The numbers are steadily 
increaeing* We offer these "cluee** in the hops that they will aid both 
studsnts and their adviaora in achieving their common goal - a satisfying 
educational experience. 
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